66. Prehistoric Central California:
A Problem in Historical-Developmental Classification®

Robert F. Heizer

In a recent article Gordon Willey and Philip Phillips (1) propose an
historical-developmental classification of archaeological cultures and
assign the prehistoric cultures of the New World to one or another of the
six stages which they recognize: Their historical-developmental stages
are; Early Lithic, Archaic, Preformative, Formative, Classic, and Post-
classic. In a number of instances cultures fail to agree comfortably
with the definition, and in these cases a certain misapprehension is the
inevitable result of forced classification. It is with one of these
classifications, specifically that dealing with Central Californla (2), .
that the present paper is concerned.

The Early Lithic stage refers to the large game hunters of late gla-
cial and early postglacial times. This stage is succeeded by the Archaic
which is characterized by increased number and types of stone tools, the
addition of grinding and polishing of stone implements to the earlier
method of stone tool manufacture which was limited to flaking. The econ=-
omy of Archaic cultures is primarily oriented toward gathering and hunting,
and food preparation techniques usually involve use of the metate and/or
mortar, stone vessels or basketry for cooking, and stone-boiling. Pottery
is lacking., Fishing is important in the food economy. It is proposed
that the seed-gathering economy in the Great Basin and Southwest was in-
strumental in preparing the way for acceptance of agriculture at a later
time, It is assumed that in the Early Lithic stage the populations were
small and nomadic, and that the beginnings of settled life; perhaps inter-
rupted by seasonal movements, appear in the Archaic stage. The initiation
of more or less sedentary life is the result mainly of specialized ‘subsist-
bnee-economies in favored localities as, for example, along rivers in the
southeastern United States near mussel shoals, or on the California coast
~around San Francisco Bay and along the Santa Barbara-Channel. The Preform-

ative, which follows the Archaic, is signalized by the introduction of:

agriculture which is followed and depended upon to the extent that there
is made possible marked population increase and large stable villages. It
is not until farming becomes thg "central theme" of the culture that the
next stage, the Formative, is established. The best definition of Preform-
ative seems to be "semi-horticultural." Basketmaker II culture is classed
as Preformative, and not until Pueblo II times in the Anasazi Southwest
does the Formative stage appear. By this definition it would appear that
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the Kamia of the Colorado Desert who do some cultivation and supplement
their diet with gathering and hunting (3) would be classed as Preforma-
tive., Pottery-making may or may not be associated with the incipient
agriculture of the Preformative, although generally speaking most North
American farmers are also potters. The Formative stage is defined by the
presence of maize agriculture and by the degree of socioeconomic integra=
tion of farming into well-established sedentary village life. Pottery-
making, weaving, stone-carving and a specialized ceremonial architecture
are usually associated with the Formative.

Willey and Phillips classify the Central California culture continu-
um as Archaic, and correctly point out that the Middle and Late Horizons,
which fall within the last 3000 years, derive from the pattern established
in the antecedent Early Horizon. They admit that the highly developed
acorn complex can be viewed as an alternative to agriculture in its capa-
city to produce conditions of life usually exhibited by Preformative or
Formative cultures, but believe that additional traits necessary for such
classification are absent (L).

My own impression is that agriculture is not necessarily a determin-
ant for assignment of a culture to the Preformative, since there may be a
functional equivalent, in terms of an assured food supply which is derived
from uncultivated plants or fishing or hunting. Thus, reading "semi-
agricultural" as "an abundant and assured food supply," and adding to it
stable settlement pattern, beginnings of craft specialization and devel-
oped ceremonialism, we do have in Central California a culture type which
can properly, in Willey and Phillips' terminology, be classed as Preforma-
tive, or perhaps in local climax areas (5), Formative. The evidence in
support of this proposal can now be presented. I use ethnographic data as
equivalent to late prehistoric archaeological fact for the reason that a
clear historical continuity exists and the ethnographic facts are fuller
and easier to deal with. The ethnographic situation of 1770-1800 seems to
hold for several centuries preceding the opening of the historic period.

With refereri®e- to food supply, the acorn was the single most impor-
tant food item in Central Califormia. This item was supplemented by hunt-
ing, fishing, fowling, root, greens, and small-seed collecting. Acorns
were available in practically unlimited quantity at certain times of the
year, the limits to the amount collected being set by the number of per-
sons engaged, the technology involved in their gathering, and the bearing
period of the oaks. Ethnologists have failed to provide us with infomm-
ation on amounts gathered, but it is known that each family stored its
surplus acorns in a granary, and that the supply was usually sufficient
to provide the family's needs until the next crop could be gathered.
Fremont in 1843 noted Patwin villages with one acorn granary per house,
each granary holding from 6 to 10 bushels. Compared to corn meal and wheat
flour, acorn meal is in no way inferior as a food. As against 1.9% of fat
in corn meal and 1.0% fat in wheat flour, acorn meal contains 25.31% fat.
In protein, acorns with L4.5% fall below corn meal with 9.2% and wheat flour
with 11.4%. 1In Carbohydrate, wheat flour is highest with 75.4%, corn meal
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next with 74.4% and acorn meal with 62.0% (6). The techniques of collect-
ing acorns, their storage, and preparation as food by hulling, grinding,
leaching and stone~boiling in twined or coiled baskets were everywhere
pretty much the same in California (7).

Within the political boundaries of modern California only the River
Yumans, the Mohave and Yuma, and some of their immediate neighbors such
as the Kamia and Chemehuevi practiced cultivation (8). No subsistence
farming was practiced in Central California in pre-Spanish times. Al=
though there is abundant evidence of Puebloan and Hohokam trait influ=-
ence in Southern California in the form of pottery vessels introduced by
trade, duplication of ceremonial beliefs and practices, exchange of shell
beads and ornaments, and the like (9), the Shoshoneans of Southern Cali-
fornia did not adopt agriculture. We know that the agricultural Mohave
were accustomed to visit the Yokuts of southem San Joaquin Valley.
Father Garcés accompanied a Mohave trading party from the Colorado River
to the Yokuts country in 1776, and there is archaeological evidence of
their repeated presence in this area in precontact times (10). In view
of the undoubted opportunities for Southem and Central California
tribes to learn of agriculture, we are left with two alternatives to
account for their refusal, or failure, to accept farming, namely, either
lack of interest because they found the acorn complex sufficient, or
inability to practice agriculture because of an unfavorable environment.
C. 0, Sauer (11) has this to say about the latter: "Lack of contact with
agricultural peoples can hardly account for the absence of agriculture on
the Pacific coast of the United States. The Indians of southem Califor-
nia were in communication with agricultural peoples along the Colorado.
It is not likely that California Indians refrained from experimenting
with the crops grown on the Colorado river. The resistance to the west-
ward diffusion of agriculture was probably environmental rather than
cultural, The crops which were available had little prospect of success
in winter-rain lands. Maize and squash especially were ruled out by the
rain regime, but the conditions also are predominantly unfavorable for
beans. The Pacific coast of the United States, as a land of Mediterra-
nean climate, had o wait on the introduction of crops from the European
Mediterranean.®

I agree fully with Sauer's opinion that the Indians of the Pacific
Coast, meaning here the Southern and Central areas of California, were
in a position to adopt agriculture, but disagree with him on the reasons
for which they failed to do so. In the arid regions of Southern Cali-
fornia irrigation would have been necessary to grow corn and beans, and
the discussion here omits such regions from consideration since this
constitutes a separate problem (12). The well-developed, efficient and
traditional acorn economy was, in my opinion, the cause of failure to
accept agriculture (13). Some such cultural factor must have been oper-
ative, for it is an undoubted fact that the standard Indian crops, maize,
squash and beans, can grow in California (14), not only now but under
aboriginal conditions also. Zenas Leorard while traversing the Upper San
Joaquin Valley and Delta area in 1833 noted Indian settlements where,
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"the natives raise a small quantity of corn, pumpkins, melons, etc., the
soil being so very strong and mellow, that it requires but little labour
to raise good crops." And again he stated that the Indians "“cultivate
pumpkins, beans and some of them have Indian corn--they also raise an
abundance of melons which grow to an enormous size," and later when visit-
ing the renegade Chumash group in Walker Pass which had successfully re=-
volted from Purissima Mission in 182k, some nine years earlier, he said,
"They follow agricultural pursuits to some extent, raising very good crops
of corn, pumpkins, melons, etc." (15). Since the Interior Valley was not
settled by whites in 1833, we can conclude that these faming natives were
people who had learned to farm at the missions and when returning to the
unmissionized interior brought with them seeds and knowledge of farming.
The mission system, of course, was the process which forced the abandon-
ment of the acorn economy and substituted for it the agricultural economy.
In pre-contact times there seems to have been no force or circumstance
which was sufficiently persuasive to effect this economic change, and thus
the conclusion that cultural resistance explains the absence of agricul-
ture in prehistoric Central California.

Of the land area of North America north of Mexico, California com-
prises two percent, yet in this two percent of space were living, in 1770,
about ten percent of the total Indian population. The Central California
tribes, for example, totaled 70,000 by Kroeber's estimate, averaging 1.6
persons per square mile and ranging in different parts from 1 to 3 persons
per square mile (16). Compare this density to the agricultural Southeast-
em United States, which Willey and Phillips class as Formative, where the
figure never reached 1 and runs pretty consistently 1/2 person per square
mile (17). Large stable villages are recorded in some regions of Central
California. - Thus the Ordaz diary of Arguello's expedition up the Sacra-
mento Valley in 1821 records River Patwin villages with 900 and over 1000
persons (18). Estudillo among the Southern Yokuts in 1819 saw many large
villages-=e.g., the village of Chischa with 1250 persons covered a sur-
face area of 80,000 square yards; Wowol in 1804 according to Martin held
1330 persons; Telame village had 1200 people in 1806 according to Moraga,
and Cabdt in 181l counted 1400 souls in Tachi village (19). Among the
mainland Chumash, Crespi in 1776 noted villages with populations of from
50 to over 1000 persons, this concentration being made possible by a semi-
maritime adjustment and use of the plank canoe for fishing (20). Although
these village populations are apparently rather larger than the average,
nevertheless the mere fact of such concentrations shows that large popula-
tion centers were possible in the coast and valley regions,

As to the absence of pottery, a similar explanation to that account-
ing for the lack of agriculture may be advanced. True, most Southern
California Shoshonean and Yuman tribes made pottery, this art perhaps
(though not certainly) deriving from an ultimate Hohokam source. The
crude Yokuts-Mono ware made in the southern San Joaquin Valley and Sierra
to the east was of a different type and is likely to prove of trans-Basin
derivation, its ultimate root perhaps lying in the Woodland culture of
the Great Plains., Elsewhere basketry, which figured prominently in the
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acorn complex for collecting, storing and cooking, may have been so deeply
intrenched that there was no apparent advantage in shifting to pottery with
the result that this disinterest effectively militated against its adoption.

The Formative traits of weaving and stone carving (21) are admittedly
absent, or practically so, in California, and appear to constitute elabora-
tive aspects of the pattern which may or may not be present and by them=
selves are not requisite determinants for classification. The Formative
trait of specialized ceremonial architecture implies, of course, some highly
organized religious pattern, or cult, which employs that architecture for
ritual performances. Whether or not the impressive wooden dancehouses of
Central Califormia, which have been proposed by Kroeber and Barrett as the
largest-scale community undertakings in native California (22), can be
equated with the Pueblo kiva or the Southeastern temple mounds, the fact
remains that the Datura or toloache cult of Southern California and the Kuksu
cult of mid-California are full equivalents to the limited series of North
American cult societies which otherwise include those of the Northwest Coast,
the Pueblo Kachina cult, the Algonkian Midewiwin, Iroquois False Face and
Plains-Prairie societies (23). Highly developed cult ceremonialism, in short,
" is conspicuously present in aboriginal California.

One further aspect of aboriginal Central California culture which gives
an indication of degree of socioeconomic integration is the clear evidence
of the beginnings of craft specialization. McKern's "functional families"
among the Patwin (24) and Loeb's "professions" among the neighboring Pomo
(25) show that certain individuals engaged primarily in activities limited
to such pursuits as hunting, fishing, bead-making, obsidian-flaking, net=
making, and curing. This clearly implies a development beyond the pale of
societal and economic organization established by Willey and Phillips for
the Archaic culture stage (26).

In briefest summary, it is argued here that the nature of the economy,
density and stability of population, and degree of socioeconomic integra-
tion that Central California and western Southern California had achieved in
late prehistoric times can more correctly be classed as Preformative, or
possibly Formative, in the developmental stage-classification proposed by
Willey and Phillips. This correction, by itself, is of little significance,
and whatever value it may have rests in demonstrating the arbitrariness of
applying a limited set of diagnostic criteria to a culturally, ecologically
and historically variable series of phenomena (27).
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